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It’s easy to look at the world these days 
and feel overwhelmed, what with 
climate change, the environment, 
viruses and species loss. “What can 
I do? Where do I start? What difference 

can one person possibly make?” 
I’m sure Bill Bensley has felt that, too. 

He’s human, after all. He just hasn’t let it 
get him down. He’s fought back. 

Born in California to English parents in 
1959, Bill – architect, designer, realiser of 
dreams – has given new life to the interiors 
of more than 200 hotels globally over 35 
years, a flamboyant, giddy body of work 
full of folly and colour that makes me 
think of the imagery and whimsy of the 
great surrealist artist Salvador Dali. 

Those hotels, though fancy, were never 
his. St Regis, Six Senses, Ritz-Carlton – the 
best of the best wanted him. But he wanted 
one of his own. So he came here, to the 
banks of the raging Tmor Rung River on the 
edge of southern Cambodia’s Cardamom 
Mountains. Two hours by Jeep from the 
capital, Phnom Penh, here his imagination 
would have free rein. Unfettered. 
Unencumbered. A blank canvas. 

It was here he created Shinta Mani Wild. 
Acclaimed as one of the world’s finest 
eco-resorts, it opened in 2018 and sits at 
the centre of a protected 350ha parcel of 
land which, 12 years ago, was anything 
but protected. In 2010, the Cambodian 
government put it up for auction to the 
highest bidder. Logging companies wanted 
to get at its old-growth trees. Mining 
companies wanted it for the titanium in 
its rocks. You know how it should have 
gone. But this time there was a wildcard. 
Bill Bensley wanted it, too. 

The tents are the last word in comfort, 
luxury and aesthetics, and include four 
“waterfall tents” raised on steel pylons on 
the river’s edge. All have kingsize beds, 
hardwood floors, rustic internal showers 
and expansive decks with outdoor 
bathtubs that are so much fun to be in 
when it rains. 

Don’t think for a moment this is 
glamping. It’s way beyond that. Over the 
rainbow beyond. These tents are to 
glamping what lobster is to gruel. Each is 
totally secluded, each has its own theme. 
I stayed in the Jackie Kennedy tent, filled 
with photos of the former First Lady taken 
during her years in the White House, and 
from a visit she made to Cambodia in 1967. 

Barry Stone is a 
travel writer and 
author of over a 
dozen nonfiction 
titles on history and 
architecture. He 
enjoys seeking out 
unique places that 
provide lifelong 
memories and 
solutions for a 
sustainable future.
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Miraculously, the good guys won. He 
freely admitted to having no idea what 
he’d do with his new acquisition and its 
estimated 875,000 trees. He had no 
business model, no grand plan. Only to 
keep it from the hands of others. In time, 
he would take a government not noted for 
its environmental smarts with him in the 
embracing of a truism: that conservation 
is always better than extraction. And so, 
what did he do here in just nine years that 
led Time magazine in 2019 to call Shinta 
Mani Wild “one of the world’s greatest 
places”? He built a utopia. Fifteen private 
tents, five-star dining, impeccable service. 
Cambodia’s longest zipline, an old jeep. 
And a beacon of hope.

Glam, 
green
and
doing 
good
Bringing luxury 
and purpose to 
Cambodian 
hospitality

Meals are taken in a majestic 100 sqm 
dining area called the Headquarters, 
above the thundering Tmor Rung, filled 
with Khmer wood furniture and curios 
sourced by Bill from flea markets and 
a lifetime of antiquing. 

You can swim in The Cistern, a 
swimming pool so large, its external steel 
sheets had to be brought in one by one 
along narrow, single-track forest trails. 
Everything you see here was brought in on 
carts pulled by bullocks. Not a single tree 
was felled in the resort’s construction. 

You can join the chef on foraging 
expeditions into the surrounding acacia 
forest and bring back forest food for the 
evening meals, everything from elusive 
pink mushrooms to wild rambutans and 
even red ants. The ants take some getting 
used to, but their soft, white, sack-like eggs 
are sweet and go “pop” in your mouth 
when you chew them.

You can go on patrols with armed 
rangers for international non-profit group 

Wildlife Alliance as they disrupt the 
activities of poachers, neutralising 

traps and freeing ensnared animals. 
Their stats in the Cardamom so 
far: 107 turtles released; 454 
chainsaws confiscated; 7399 
snares and 1082 bird nets 
removed. Shinta Mani Wild 
funds an on-site station.

After a day of patrolling and 
foraging, why not have a massage, 

scrub or other Khmer tonic in the 
fabulous spa. Why not take two? 

Or three? Unlimited treatments are 
included in the price. 

Bill and his business partner, Sokoun 
Chanpreda, also set up the Shinta Mani 
Foundation to support the local people. 
“Hotels have an opportunity to influence. 
I love to do that by teaching guests 
something new. That way they remember 
the hotel,” Bill told  Town & Country 
magazine in 2020.

Donations change lives. For $17, you 
can pay for a student’s meals for a week; 
$11 buys a family a mosquito net; $70 buys 
a bicycle so children can ride to school. 
The foundation has provided more than 
10,000 bicycles since it began in 2006. For 
$3500 you can buy a family a home, and 
have your name on a plaque by the door 
when it’s done. 

Shinta Mani School of Hospitality in 
Siem Reap has graduated more than 270 
underprivileged Cambodians, providing 
them – free – the skills to find jobs in the 
hospitality sector. The foundation also 
empowers families through educational 
programs, provides microfinancing, and 
assists with dental and medical care. 

Chhunnin Neat began working for the 
Shinta Mani Foundation in 2016. “I was 
born in a small village – Nokor Pheas, 
65km from Siem Reap,” she says. “We had 
no electricity. There was no road to my 
house. I had no father. But I got education, 

Shinta Mani Wild, on the Tmor 
Rung River, Cambodia. Below: 

A dining area at the retreat; 
staff member Kimchhay (inset).

“If you’re not 
conserving and 
preserving,
you shouldn’t be 
operating.” Bill Bensley
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and it saved me. Now I spend my days 
encouraging families to keep their 
children in school.” 

She took me to meet a single mother 
and two daughters who live in one of the 
foundation’s raised timber homes – House 

115 – built from the donations of three 
Australian families in September 2019. 
The girls go out each morning to look for 
mushrooms before cycling to school on 
donated bicycles. The family now has a 
water pump and filter provided by the 
foundation, and a vegetable garden. 

In Siem Reap, the Bensley Collection 
Pool Villas in the city’s leafy French 
Quarter are just 15 minutes from the 
famous temples of Angkor Wat. There are 
10 of the villas, and they are sublime. Each 
has its own lap pool and ornate rooftop 
terrace. Greenery is everywhere. 

Your outdoor granite bathtub is 
decorated with lotus leaves. You have a 
palm-filled atrium, a private poolside 
courtyard, and your very own butler. 

Bensley has been quoted as saying he 
believes luxury travel to remote places is 
dead. Luxury alone, he says, is not enough 
to entice travellers to make journeys like 

Head to escape.com.au/streetfood 
for a taste of Cambodian cuisine.

From left: Zipline 
at Shinta Mani 
Wild; outdoor 
dining at the 
retreat; Shinta 
Mani Angkor and 
Bensley Collection 
Pool Villas; a pool 
at the villas.

this. There needs to be more on offer than 
luxury. More of a reward. More of a purpose. 

In my mind, I can’t help but wonder 
what a hundred Bensley properties 
instead of two would accomplish here, 
spread across Cambodia, protecting, 
nourishing, transforming a nation. 

The writer was a guest of the Bensley 
Collection.

Escape route

“Fly” into Shinta Mani Wild on 
Cambodia’s longest zipline – 
380m – over the river’s Big 
Sister Falls to a gin and tonic at 
the camp’s Landing Zone Bar, 
or arrive in its 1960s-style jeep. 
Accommodation starts at 
$US2345 a night ($3300) for a 
“Wild” forest tent, with a three-
night minimum stay. Transfers 
included in the price; this 
means collection by private 
vehicle from Phnom Penh or 
Sihanoukville, depending 
upon which you fly into.

*Conditions apply. Prices correct as at 27 January 2023 but may fluctuate if surcharges, fees, taxes or currency change. Offers subject to availability. Agents may charge service fees, rates vary. Payments by credit card will incur a surcharge. Airfare not included unless otherwise stated. Offer is valid for new bookings and not combinable with 
any other offer: +Excluding specialty restaurants. Some staterooms may have obstructed views. Valid until 28 February 2023, for new bookings only. + Ships location on New Years Eve is in White Bay, Sydney Harbour  ~Additional city tax is payable direct to hotel upon check in. ^Savings based on twin share balcony cabin and are included 
in the advertised price. Offers may be withdrawn without notice and are not combinable with any other offers unless stated. Image Credit: Destination NSW Copyright. Please check all prices, availability and other information before booking. Azamara Cruises and Cruiseco booking terms and conditions apply.  CC_AZAMARA_W1

For these and other great deals, contact your 
preferred Travel Agent or Cruise Specialist 1800 550 320

Includes:
• 2 nights 4-star hotel stay in Rome, with breakfast~
• 9 night cruise from Rome (Civitavecchia) to Venice 

(Chioggia) onboard Azamara Journey
ჿ Main meals+ and entertainment onboard 
ჿ Select beverages onboard including select standard 

spirits, international beers and wines 
ჿ Azamazing Evening Event 

• Private transfers between airport, hotel and port in Rome 
and from port to airport in Venice

• Port charges, taxes and onboard gratuities  

Includes:
• 2 nights 4-star hotel stay in Perth, with breakfast
• 14 night voyage onboard Azamara Journey from Perth

to Melbourne 
ჿ Main meals+ and entertainment onboard 
ჿ Select beverages onboard including select standard 

spirits, international beers and wines
ჿ Azamazing Evening Event 

• 2 nights 4-star hotel stay in Melbourne,
with breakfast

• Private transfers between Hotel to
Port in Perth & Port to Hotel in Melbourne

• Port charges, taxes and onboard gratuities

11 NIGHT AMALFI AND DALMATIA

18 NIGHT SOUTHERN CIRCUMNAVIGATION
OF AUSTRALIA 

Itinerary Departs: 26 September 2023

Itinerary Departs: 19 December 2023

INSIDE STATEROOM BALCONY STATEROOM 

$3,729* $4,549*

FROM PRICE BASED ON PER PERSON TWIN SHARE

INSIDE STATEROOM BALCONY STATEROOM 

$7,109* $8,335*

FROM PRICE BASED ON PER PERSON TWIN SHARE

SEA THE WORLD SAIL

AZAMARA
EXCLUSIVE OFFERS

VIEW DEALS

$1,820^
PER STATEROOM

SAVEUP
TO

$1,470^
PER STATEROOM

SAVEUP
TO

NYE
IN SYDNEY HARBOUR+

Positano, Amalfi  Coast

Sydney Harbour 
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